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For an offender to be convicted in relation to repeated child abuse, most jurisdictions
require that each separate act be identified with reasonable precision with reference to
time, place, or some other unique contextual detail (S v. R, 1989). The current study
provided a qualitative examination of the way in which police officers assist children
to identify and distinguish between occurrences of a repeated event. Field, as well
as mock interviews (about an innocuous staged event) were examined, with child
witnesses’ ages ranging from 3 to 16 years. Overall, several problems in the questioning
were highlighted. These included: over-reliance on specific questions, use of ‘labels’ for
occurrences without inquiring as to whether these were unique, and frequent shifting of
the focus between occurrences. The implications of these findings are discussed.
Keywords: police interviewing; repeated offences; particularisation
Background: recommendations for interviewing children about a repeated event
For an offender to be charged and convicted in relation to child abuse, a victim statement is
usually needed. This is especially the case when there is no strong corroborative evidence
(e.g., physical evidence, other witnesses) to support the allegation of abuse. In cases where
several different acts of child abuse were allegedly perpetrated, or a particular act was
perpetrated on multiple occasions over an extended period of time, successful prosecution
(in most jurisdictions) requires that individual offences be ‘particularised.’ Specifically,
each separate act of which the suspect is charged must be identified with reasonable preci-
sion with reference to time, place, or some other unique contextual detail (S v. R, 1989).
Although some jurisdictions allow prosecution to proceed with a general account of the
alleged abuse, most require detailed information about individual incidents that are specific
to place and time (e.g., details about when the abuse occurred, who was there, where it
occurred, and the specific acts performed; Podirsky v. R, 1990; S v. R, 1989). Without this
requirement, the ability of the accused person to respond to the allegations is potentially
eroded.
The prior research has led researchers to propose several broad recommendations regard-
ing how investigative interviewers should interview children about repeated abuse. One of
the main recommendations is that children (irrespective of their age) be initially allowed to
report what happened in each occurrence of the repeated event in their own words (i.e., in
response to broad open-ended questions) and without interruption (Orbach et al., 2000;
Powell & McMeeken, 1998; Roberts & Powell, 2001). Overall, there are several distinct
benefits of using open-ended questions as opposed to more focused questions. First,
*Corresponding author. Email: martine.powell@deakin.edu.au
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62  B.L. Guadagno and M.B. Powell
responses to open-ended questions are usually more accurate than responses to specific or
closed questions (Lipton, 1977). The greater accuracy of open-ended questions may occur
because the resulting free narrative format allows the witness to use a more stringent meta-
cognitive level of control or because the retrieval process is less influenced by external
contamination, namely, the interviewer. Second, open-ended questions where responses
generally require more words compared to specific questions lead interviewers to better
estimates of the child’s cognitive or language limitations (Powell & Snow, 2007). Third,
open-ended questioning which is conducted at the interviewee’s own pace, allows the
interviewee time to collect his or her thoughts and consequently promotes elaborate
(more detailed) memory retrieval. Excessive questioning – as opposed to asking fewer, but
open-ended questions – is distracting for witnesses because the questions redirect the
witness’ attention from searching internally through memory to focusing externally on the
interviewer’s questions (Broadbent, 1958; Kahneman, 1973).
In addition to the use of open-ended questions where possible, interviewers are
instructed to be cautious to minimise confusion and misunderstandings when phrasing ques-
tions. Questions need to be appropriate for the child’s developmental level and they should
not raise or suggest details that have not already been mentioned by the child. Overall, these
are important recommendations for any interview, irrespective of whether it is about a
single (one-time) or repeated event.
Aims and rationale of the current research
So how well do investigative interviewers of children adhere to the guidelines offered by
experts? We know that the under-use of open-ended questions is a global limitation of
police officers (see Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005, for review). However, apart from docu-
menting the form of the questions used, no prior research has indicated the precise way in
which police officers try to assist children to identify occurrences and to describe the way
in which particular occurrences of abuse differ from other occurrences. For example, do
police officers consider it important to find out how many times the event occurred? How
early in the interview process (if at all) do officers try to establish whether the event was
repeated? Once they have established that the event was repeated, how do they decide which
occurrence or occurrences the child should recall? How do they label the occurrences? The
current research aimed to provide a detailed description of the nature of details (particulars)
sought by police officers when questioning about an occurrence of a repeated event and the
way in which police officers attempt to identify and distinguish between occurrences of a
repeated event. Both field interviews about abuse, as well as mock interviews (about a
repeated innocuous event that was staged in the children’s schools) were examined in this
research. The main reason for including a mock interview paradigm is that a record of the
event (and its structure) was available, which allowed us to identify when false inferences
were drawn from the children’s evidence and the potential problems associated with certain
questions.
It is important to note that this research is purely descriptive in nature. It is not designed
to test the effectiveness of various questions; such research requires larger samples
where age and question type are controlled. Nonetheless this work makes two potential
contributions. First, by allowing officers to perceive first-hand any limitations in their own
questioning style, this research provides a potentially important incentive for adopting a
more open-ended interview technique in the initial stages of the interview. Prior evaluation
research indicates that open-ended questions are rarely used in the field (see Powell et al.,
2005, for review) and one of the major contributing factors is interviewers’ overestimation
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of the value and importance of using specific questions to elicit specific event details
(Guadagno, Powell, & Wright, 2006; Wright & Powell, 2006, 2007). Unless interviewers
can see (in black and white) the high level of specific questions that they use, as well as limi-
tations in these questions, it is easy to deny or underestimate the need for a more open-ended
approach.
The second rationale for the current research is that it may provide incentive, and help
to generate ideas, for further research on the effectiveness of various interview techniques
when questioning children about a repeated event. There is a paucity of prior research in this
area, due in part to the high cost of such research (participant drop out rates of more than
50% are not uncommon). An understanding of what police officers do in practice and an
analysis of the potential limitations in the current questioning approach provide an impor-
tant framework for recruiting funds and for designing research and training programs that
address issues of direct relevance and meaning to interviewers.
Method
Field interviews
The field interviews constituted investigative interviews of 51 children (37 girls and 14 boys)
aged 3–16 years (M age = 103.82 months, SD = 34.21 months). The interviews (which were
transcribed and de-identified prior to their inclusion in this study) were conducted by police
officers located in child abuse investigation units across three states of Australia. All of the
police officers had completed specialised training in how to conduct investigative interviews
with children, which included practice and critical feedback in the adherence of an open-
ended non-leading interview approach.
The 51 interview transcripts included disclosures of a range of abusive events: 9 cases
involved physical assault, 3 of sexual exposure, 22 of sexual touching or fondling, and 17
of sexual penetration. All of the interviews constitute the first recorded interview with the
child about the alleged offence. In addition, the police officers’ profiles indicated that the
sample of interviewers was heterogeneous. It consisted of 29 female and 22 male police
officers from diverse areas including metropolitan units (N = 45) and rural centres (N = 6).
The participants’ level of experience in the field of child abuse investigation ranged from
6 months to 10 years. The ranks of the officers ranged from Constable to Detective Sergeant.
The mock interview paradigm
Participants
Thirty-eight children (24 males and 14 females) participated in the mock interviews,
which were administered specifically for the purpose of this research (M age = 119.37
months; SD = 12.4 months; age range = 7 years, 3 months to 11 years, 9 months). A ‘maxi-
mum variation’ sampling framework was used to ensure that the child sample recruited was
heterogeneous. This technique involved intentionally recruiting children of various ages
(i.e., school grades), socio-economic areas, and cognitive abilities. All children were located
in the metropolitan region of a major eastern city in Australia and were recruited through
letters to their caregivers that outlined the nature of the project and sought consent for the
children’s participation.
Thirty-eight police officers (14 males and 24 females) were recruited to conduct the
mock interviews; one for each child who had attended the staged event. All officers were
working exclusively in the area of sexual assault and child abuse investigation and had
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64  B.L. Guadagno and M.B. Powell
successfully completed training which authorised them to conduct videotaped investigative
interviews with children and other vulnerable witnesses. The officers were recruited via
letters distributed by a senior member of their unit, inviting them to partake in the interviews
so that they could practice their interview technique in an innocuous environment (the inter-
views were independently viewed by a police trainer who subsequently gave the officers
verbal feedback regarding his/her interview performance). As with the children, a maximum
variation sampling procedure was used: the officers were recruited from a range of areas (11
police stations in total) and were of various ranks. Their participation was completely volun-
tary. All of the police officers who were approached consented to, and completed, the inter-
view for this study.
Staged event
A 30-minute staged event, referred to as the ‘Deakin Activities,’ was scheduled for the
mock interviews because it is suitable for children of varying developmental levels and
has been successfully used in many prior studies on children’s memory of repeated events
(e.g., Powell, Roberts, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1999; Powell & Thomson, 1996, 1997). The
event was administered on four separate occasions (twice a week for two weeks) in each
child’s regular classroom. Each occurrence of the event was administered using a stan-
dard script and consisted of 17 main ‘memory items.’ These items were administered in
the same temporal order and centred around six main activities: meeting a koala, listening
to a story, doing a puzzle, having a rest, getting refreshed, and receiving a surprise. The
items represented various kinds of information (e.g., verbalisations, actions, objects,
persons) and were repeated in different ways across the occurrences. While all occur-
rences of the event adhered to the same structure as that outlined above, many of the
specific items had different instantiations across the occurrences. For example, the story
that the confederate read to the children changed in every occurrence of the event and
therefore had four different instantiations across the series. The story was about Easter on
the first occurrence, about Supercat on the second occurrence, about a sea creature on
the third occurrence, and about an elephant on the final occurrence. Items that included a
new instantiation in each occurrence of the event were referred to as ‘high variability’
items.
Not all of the target items, however, had a unique instantiation in every occurrence. For
some items, the instantiation was identical across all four occurrences. For the remaining
items there were two instantiations across the four occurrences (i.e., one instantiation
occurred during one occurrence and the other instantiation occurred during the remaining
three occurrences). Table 1 provides a list of the main items that made up the event and how
the instantiations of the items varied across occurrences.
Only the children’s teacher and the research assistant who staged the event were present
in the classroom when the children participated in the event. All teachers were instructed
not to talk with the children about the event or to inform them that the research assistant
would return to administer subsequent occurrences of the event. The teachers were also
instructed not to inform the children that they were to be interviewed by a police officer
about the event until the morning of the interview.
Procedure
Each police participant individually interviewed one child within two weeks of the final
occurrence of the event. Approximately one week prior to the interview each of the police
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66  B.L. Guadagno and M.B. Powell
officers was mailed a set of instructions regarding the interview procedure (outlined below),
and was reminded of these instructions on the day of the interview as well. Specifically, the
officers were told that a lady called Sarah attended the child’s school to administer an event
called the ‘Deakin Activities’ and that their job was to elicit as accurate and detailed an
account of this event, ‘in a manner they would normally do when interviewing a child in the
field.’ Although the officers were not told any specific details about the event, they were
informed that the event may have been repeated.
Interviews were conducted in an isolated room at the child’s school (not the room where
occurrences of the event had taken place). The officers were allocated a maximum of 17
minutes to conduct each interview; 15 minutes to elicit information about the event with an
additional 2 minutes for rapport building at the commencement of the interview. However,
they were informed that they could terminate the interview earlier at the request of the child
interviewee or if the officers felt they had exhausted the child’s account (only three of the
interviewers did not use the full 17 minutes). To ensure that the maximum time allocated
was used to elicit an account of the event (as opposed to eliciting an initial disclosure), all
officers were instructed to commence the interview with the question: ‘I heard that a lady
called Sarah came to your school to do the “Deakin Activities” event. Tell me everything
you can remember about that.’
Finally, a number of steps were taken to limit the likelihood that the police officers
obtained information about the event (apart from that provided by the researcher) before
conducting the interview. First, the interviewers were instructed not to discuss the details of
their interviews with other colleagues. Second, police participants located in the same police
station were scheduled to conduct their interviews consecutively on the same day and a
research assistant stayed with them at all times while they were waiting for their interview
to take place. Finally, the researcher, rather than the interviewing police officer, escorted the
child to and from the interview room to ensure that the interviewing officer did not receive
any information from the child prior to commencing the interview.
All of the children were briefed both prior and subsequent to the interviews. The
researcher conducted each briefing in front of the full class (in the teachers’ presence) and
included a clear comment that the children were not in any trouble. The children were told
that the purpose of the interview was merely to give police officers an opportunity to prac-
tice talking to children. The purpose of the debriefing after the interviews was to allow the
children to share their experiences and to thank them for their participation.
Data management and analysis
All of the interviews (both field and mock) were transcribed verbatim. Qualitative analy-
ses were used to identify the structure of the interviews (i.e., themes, categories from
within the data set) and to summarise the questioning style used to assist the children in
identifying and distinguishing occurrences of the events. Content analysis was used,
which involved counting occurrences of major themes revealed in the two data sets (field
and mock interviews). For each data set, an objective measure of each officer’s use of
open-ended questions was calculated using criteria defined by Powell and Snow (2007).
Open-ended questions referred to questions designed to elicit an elaborate response, but
did not dictate the information that the child needed to report (e.g., ‘You mentioned you
saw a koala. Tell me everything that happened’). All other questions were classified as
specific questions. Inter-rater reliability, calculated as agreements/(agreements + disagree-
ments) on 20% of the transcripts was 98% for the field interviews and 96% for the mock
interviews.
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Results
The analysis revealed that the pattern of questioning was highly similar for the field
and mock interviews. For ease of presentation, therefore, the results have been reported
for both interviews combined and a qualification is offered where differences in the
pattern of findings were revealed across each event type (innocuous staged event or actual
abuse).
Many of the officers (65% for the field interviews and 68% for the mock paradigm)
sought to establish at some point in the interview that the event was repeated, and attempted
to distinguish one or more occurrences of the event from others in the series. Not all of the
officers who established that the event was repeated explicitly sought acknowledgement
from the child that this was the case. Several merely assumed that the event was repeated,
possibly (in the case of the field interviews) based on prior information obtained about the
case not known to us, or because the children provided cues to suggest that the event was
repeated (e.g., speaking in present tense, or use of phrases such as ‘She always …’ or ‘The
first time we …’ (such cues were often evident in the interviews)).
The types of details sought at different stages throughout the interviews varied consid-
erably among the interviewers within each of the two data sets. However, irrespective of the
interviewee/interviewer samples or the nature of the event (innocuous or otherwise), ques-
tioning about a particular occurrence of the event usually happened in the early stages (i.e.,
within the first third) of the interview and within two or three questions after eliciting an
acknowledgement from the child that the event was repeated. Further, accounts of one or
more occurrences were not usually exhausted before attempting to elicit specific contextual
and temporal details related to the occurrence and details related to other occurrences. The
following transcript (taken from a field interview with a nine-year-old male child) provides
a typical example of how the focus and nature of the questions used by the officers rapidly
changed throughout the interview. 
Interviewer: Do you know [alleged offender’s] full name? [Eliciting specific details about
the offender]
Child: [Alleged offender’s name]
Interviewer: And how many times has [alleged offender] kicked you? [Establishing whether
the event was repeated]
Child: Heaps of times. He always kicks and hits me.
Interviewer: Can you remember the last time he hit you? [Eliciting account of the last
occurrence]
Child: Yeah.
Interviewer: Tell me what happened that time.
Child: Well he just got really mad because I was home late because I um I didn’t get
um there on time and he just started yelling and all that and then he picked me
up and threw me.
Interviewer: Can you remember what day this happened? [Eliciting time of last occurrence]
Child: Um … not sure but I think it was Thursday.
Interviewer: Was that Thursday just gone, or a different Thursday?
Child: No, ages ago.
Interviewer: Ages ago. How do you know it was a Thursday?
Child: Um … not sure.
Interviewer: Can you remember who was there? [Eliciting persons present during last
occurrence]
Child: When?
Interviewer: This last time it happened?
Child: Oh, um, I don’t know.
Interviewer: Has there ever been a time when someone saw [alleged offender] hit you?
[Establishing whether there’s been a witness to any occurrence]
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68  B.L. Guadagno and M.B. Powell
Child: Yeah Mum saw it heaps of times but she just yells, she just yells at him and stuff
but he doesn’t stop.
Interviewer: Mmm. Can you tell me about a time when mum saw it happen? [Eliciting
account of an occurrence witnessed by the mother]
Child: It’s always the same. She just yells and all that but he doesn’t care. He just says
it’s not her business.
Interviewer: Okay. So going back to this last time, you said [alleged offender] threw you and
kicked you. Did this happen during the day or during the night? [Eliciting time
of last occurrence]
Child: At night.
Consistent with the above transcript, the majority of questions asked by the interviewers
were specific in nature. The proportion of open-ended questions was relatively low (M field
interview = 0.17, SD = 0.07; M mock interview = 0.22, SD = 0.13 – the desired amount is
approximately 0.75; Powell et al., 2005). Further, the child’s free narrative account of the
event or an occurrence of the event was rarely exhausted prior to introducing specific ques-
tions. For instance, a mean number of only 1.61 (SD = 1.46) open-ended questions for the
mock interviews and 1.86 for the field interviews (SD = 1.27) were asked before the first
specific question. When considering the nature of the open-ended questions that were asked,
these were quite limited in terms of their ability to elicit detailed responses. The majority of
open-ended questions (86% for the mock interviews and 90% for the field interviews)
tended to be broad in nature (e.g., ‘Tell me everything about the [activity or event]’) as
opposed to questions that asked for further detail about aspects mentioned earlier (e.g.,
‘Earlier you said that you.… Tell me more about the part where you …’).
The remainder of the ‘results’ section presents a more detailed description of the
questioning style used by most of the police officers when attempting to understand the
structure of the event, the specific contextual or temporal details, and the way in which
the occurrences differed. The questioning style is discussed under three separate themes
which were clearly evident in both the field and the mock interviews. These themes include:
(i) establishing whether the event was repeated, (ii) eliciting details of one or more occur-
rences as distinct from other occurrences in the series, and (iii) establishing distinctions
across the series of occurrences in the event. The nature of any confusions or misunder-
standing (if any) that arose from certain questions is also discussed.
Establishing whether the event was repeated
Approximately half of the interviewers (58% in the mock and 55% in the field paradigm)
attempted to determine whether the event was repeated. Four techniques were used to
achieve this aim: (a) asking whether a previously mentioned abusive act occurred on one
or more occasions, (b) establishing whether certain previously mentioned abusive acts
(e.g., being burnt; being hit) occurred on the same or different occasion, (c) asking whether
an occurrence of abuse ever occurred before or since the occasion described (this technique
was only evident in the field interviews), and (d) asking how many times the abuse
occurred. Interestingly, despite limitations in children’s ability to estimate the number of
occurrences of the event (of the 13 times that this question was asked for the mock inter-
views, a correct answer was elicited on only one occasion), this seemed important to the
police officers in its own right, not merely as a technique for establishing whether the
event was repeated. Many officers (74% in the mock interviews and 65% in the field
interviews) asked at some point in the interview how many times the Deakin Activities
event/abuse took place even though most had had already established that the child had
experienced repeated occurrences of the event/abuse. Further, several interviewers asked
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this question repeatedly, even when the child indicated that she or he did not know the
answer.
The problem with raising previously mentioned items or details in a question (as in tech-
niques (a) and (b) above) is that because the interviewer was naive regarding the event struc-
ture, it was not uncommon (in the mock interviews) for the interviewer to ask questions that
made false presumptions about the way in which items or details co-occurred. This problem
is well illustrated in the following section of dialogue taken from an interview with an 11-
year-old male child. 
Child: There was a puzzle of a clown eating some cakes and um we sat on this
thingy too
Interviewer Q1: What did you sit on?
Child: Oh, um, like one of those black rubbish bags.
Interviewer Q2: And did you sit on the rubbish bag on the same day that you did the clown
puzzle, or did you sit on the bags one time and then do the clown puzzle on
a different day?
Child: Um, the same, um no different days. Or um, I think … I don’t know.
When considering the structure of the event and the instantiations of different items in
Table 1, neither of the options provided by the interviewer in Question 2 provided an accu-
rate depiction of how these items co-occurred. In fact, the children had a clown puzzle in
each occurrence and they sat on a mat in each occurrence of the event too. However, the
nature of the clown puzzle varied across occurrences of the event. Thus, when considering
clown puzzles per se, the first response option provided by the interviewer in Question 2 is
correct. When considering the specific clown puzzle that was referred to by the child imme-
diately prior to Question 1 (the clown eating cakes), both response options would be correct.
Rather than explaining why the second question was inappropriate (this was probably too
difficult for the child to articulate), the child instead expressed confusion and said he did not
know the response. This confusion, which was possibly related to the inappropriate nature
of the question, could easily have been misinterpreted by the interviewer as a difficulty
remembering the event.
False presumptions about the event structure (such as that described above) were not
limited to questions about how items co-occurred. They also occurred when the child was
asked to indicate how many times the Deakin Activities event occurred. For example, two
officers asked, ‘How many times did Sarah [the leader] come to your school?’ This question
is inappropriate because it inaccurately presumes that Sarah only ever attended the chil-
dren’s classroom to stage the event, or does not make it clear whether Sarah’s visits prior to
staging the event should be included. In fact, Sarah had visited the children’s classroom
several times prior to the first occurrence of the event (to collect parent consent forms).
Thus whatever response the child gives to this question, the response is ambiguous.
Eliciting details of one or more occurrences of the event
All except one of the officers who established or assumed that the staged or abusive event
was repeated attempted to elicit details from the child about one or more occurrences as
distinct from other occurrences in the series. On average, these officers attempted to elicit
details of multiple occurrences (M mock interviews = 2.04, SD = 1.10, range = 1–5 occur-
rences; M field interviews = 2.90, SD = 0.97, range = 2–5 occurrences). Before questioning
about a particular occurrence, the police officers needed to first identify the to-be-recalled
occurrence. Three distinct techniques were used by the officers to achieve this aim, one of
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which was to use temporal terms (e.g., ‘first’ and ‘last’). Another technique involved using
details previously provided by the child as a label for an occurrence. For example, ‘You said
there was a time when [alleged offender] kissed your rude spot. Tell me about the time he
kissed your rude spot.’ One problem with this technique that was evident in the mock inter-
views was that because the officers did not know the structure of the event, the labels they
generated were not necessarily unique to an occurrence or effective in discriminating the
occurrence from others in the series. None of the officers first clarified with the child
whether a detail was unique before using it to label an occurrence.
The third technique used by the police officers was to use the term ‘another time’ or the
time they ‘remembered the best.’ Unlike the previous two approaches, this technique
allowed the child to choose the to-be-recalled occurrence. In these cases, the children did
identify a new (not previously discussed) occurrence by referring to a temporal or contex-
tual detail related to the occurrence (e.g., ‘There was one day when Sue [a class mate]
wasn’t in the activities. She went to flute,’ ‘There was one time when [alleged offender] did
it when we were in the garage at his house’). However, in the case of the mock interviews,
the identifying detail provided by the child was not always unique to only one occurrence
(e.g., Sue missed two of the occurrences).
When eliciting details of particular occurrences, it was not uncommon for interviewers
to repeatedly swap focus between occurrences without providing appropriate verbal cues to
indicate that they had done so. As a result, the interviewers sometimes inadvertently linked
one or more particular details to the wrong occurrence because of a lack of clarity about
which occurrence was being referred to. In some cases interviewers rapidly shifted focus
from one occurrence to the next and then back again within as few as five turns of dialogue.
This problem is well illustrated in the following dialogue taken from an interview with an
11-year-old female child in the mock interview paradigm. 
Interviewer: Tell me everything you can remember about the last time you did the Deakin
Activities.
Child: The lady told us this story about animals and then um we had to lie down and
um hear kids playing in the park.
Interviewer: So the last time you did the Deakin Activities you heard a story about animals
and you heard kids playing in the park?
Child: Yeah.
Interviewer: And what about the first time you did the Deakin Activities, what happened that
time?
Child: The first time Sarah came she gave us this thing to wear on our jumpers, um,
this thing like a sticker. Yeah, and mine was green and it had bark and mud on
it but it just fell off all the time.
Interviewer: You didn’t tell me about getting a sticker the last time you did the Deakin Activ-
ities. Did you get a sticker that time?
Child: Yeah we always got one.
Interviewer: What else happened the last time you did the activities?
The proportion of open-ended questions when eliciting details of specific occurrences
was generally low (M mock interview = 0.15, SD = 0.12; M field interview = 0.16,
SD = 0.09). The questions tended to focus on eliciting specific information in three areas:
(a) acts or descriptions, (b) contextual details (e.g., location of persons, event, etc.), and
(c) temporal details (e.g., timing, frequency, duration, etc.). A wide range of temporal and
contextual details was sought. These included: when and how long ago the occurrence took
place; the day, time, date, and location of the occurrence; the length of time between two or
more occurrences; the duration of the occurrence; who was present. Officers tended to ask
questions that increased in their level of specificity as the interview progressed. This pattern
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
5:2
9 0
8 J
uly
 20
14
 
Police Practice and Research: An International Journal  71
is well illustrated in the following dialogue taken from a field interview with a 10-year-old
female child. 
Interviewer: What happened on the second day you were there?
Child: He just started putting his hands down my pants.
Interviewer: And whereabouts did that happen?
Child: At his house.
Interviewer: Yeah that’s right, but which part of his house was it?
Child: The lounge room.
Interviewer: And who was at home when that happened?
Child: No-one, just [alleged offender] and me.
Interviewer: And where was [alleged offender’s wife]?
Child: At work.
Interviewer: Okay. And what day was it?
Child: The second day.
Interviewer: Do you know what day of the week?
Child: I think a weekend because we only go there when Mum works.
Interviewer: A weekend. And what time of the day did this happen?
Child: Um probably early.
Interviewer: Would it have been before lunch or after lunch do you think?
Child: Um … before lunch.
Questions that focused on distinctions between occurrences
As indicated earlier, many officers who established or assumed that the Deakin Activities
event was repeated, attempted to establish distinctions across the series of occurrences.
Three distinct approaches were used interchangeably throughout the interviews: (a) ques-
tioning whether the content of the occurrences differed across the series, (b) asking whether
a specific act (e.g., kissing, reading a story) or detail was the same or different across two
or more of the occurrences, and (c) questioning about where in the series of occurrences a
previously mentioned item occurred.
Errors sometimes directly resulted from these questions. In some cases when children
were asked to establish distinctions between occurrences of the Deakin Activities, they
replied that there were no differences when there were (e.g., ‘It was always the same. We
always did the same stuff every time we did it’). Children sometimes identified false differ-
ences between the occurrences (e.g., one child said ‘We listened to different music each
time’ when in reality the children heard bird sounds on the first three occurrences and heard
sounds of children playing in a park on the final occurrence). Finally, children sometimes
erred by linking a specific item to the wrong occurrence (e.g., by saying the fluffy badge
was received the last time they did the Deakin Activities event when it was included in the
third occurrence only). All children made at least one of the above-mentioned errors when
trying to establish distinctions across the series of occurrences of the event.
Discussion
Helping the children to ‘particularise’ one or more occurrences of the event/offence was an
important aim for all the officers who partook in this research. Indeed, many of the ques-
tions during the field and mock interviews focused exclusively on establishing how the
occurrences were distinguished from one another, as well as establishing precise temporal
and contextual details related to one or more occurrences. As expected, the types of ques-
tions used to particularise one or more occurrences of the event were predominantly
specific, as opposed to open-ended, questions (this is a robust finding in the training
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literature). The innovative aspect of this work is that it isolated the precise way in which
specific questions were being used by police to assist children in particularising an offence.
Further, the research highlighted potential limitations in the questioning used by the officers
to generate labels for occurrences and to determine the way in which details varied across
the series of occurrences.
Overall, three common deficiencies in the interviews were observed. First, a high
proportion of the questions focused on eliciting highly specific contextual and temporal
details such as the number of times the event occurred, when and where the occurrences took
place, the time and duration of each occurrence, who was present, and where specific items
occurred within the series. Second, interviewers frequently shifted the focus between occur-
rences of the events, sometimes confusing the child. Third, the interviewers sometimes used
ineffective labels to identify occurrences of the Deakin Activities event. Although many
interviewers did invite the children to identify to-be-recalled occurrences, they did not
always attempt to establish that labels they utilised were unique. Further, ineffective labels
sometimes arose when the officer swapped focus between occurrences without providing
appropriate verbal cues to indicate that they had done so.
So how can these limitations in questioning be overcome? We know from the prior
training research that a free narrative style of questioning is dependent on the adoption of
training programs that include ongoing regular practice and feedback in the use of open-
ended questions (see Powell et al., 2005). The officers who took part in this research (like
most in the field) attended isolated block-training programs where ongoing training was
not offered within the workplace after the training ceased. However, apart from demonstrat-
ing the value of open-ended questions, the prior research has not yet defined the best way
to assist children in distinguishing between specific occurrences with various age groups
and within various interview contexts (see Roberts & Powell, 2001, for review). One
phenomenon of remembering repeated experiences is that a generic representation of the
event is established whereby features that are common across the occurrences are well
remembered and distinctive features are less likely to be reported (Roberts & Powell,
2001). While the findings highlighted the inadequacy of the specific questioning techniques
used, it did not identify more effective ways of eliciting specific contextual or temporal
details when attempts to elicit these using open-ended questions were initially unsuccessful.
Further, it did not identify effective techniques for assisting children to identify and label
occurrences.
Large-scale research (controlling for age and question types) is clearly needed to iden-
tify more effective questioning strategies. Although costly, the financial detriment of such
research is not likely to outweigh the many benefits gained by improving the competency
of investigative interviewers. Child abuse investigation has one of the lowest reporting and
prosecution rates of all offences and there is evidence to suggest that conviction rates
involving these offences are actually dropping in some countries (Victorian Law Reform
Commission, 2004). Indeed, inadequacies in the nature of the questions, and ambiguity
regarding which occurrence is under discussion, are key reasons cited by judicial officers
for not proceeding with certain child abuse charges (Guadagno et al., 2006).
So what type of research is most needed at this time? Two particular areas warrant
further investigation. These include: (i) exploring the effectiveness of different types of non-
leading questions in eliciting ‘particulars,’ and (ii) establishing ways to improve children’s
generation of labels for occurrences. In the absence of effective labels, interviewers will
obviously continue to struggle to accommodate the needs of child witnesses while eliciting
highly specific evidence that is required by law to prove a case of abuse that occurred on
more than one occasion.
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